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ABSTRACT
The stone oven is a characteristic component of the 
material culture on the island of St. Eustatius, one of the 
five Dutch Islands of the Caribbean. The goal of this study 
is to provide a documentary record of the stone ovens and 
the traditional methods of building and baking, while this 
tradition is still alive on the island.
The survey was limited to the residential areas 
of the island, namely the capital Oranjestad and the 
suburban areas of Jeems, Golden Rock and Concordia. A total 
of 87 ovens were found in these areas and all ovens were 
measured, photographed and recorded in detail. Two types of 
ovens were found: Indoor and Outdoor ovens. Indoor ovens 
occured exclusively in Oranjestad. Oven distribution 
patterns in Oranjestad probably reflects the fact that 
baking was more common in the past than it is today. The 
comparison between Oranjestad and the suburbs indicates that 
presently the tradition of baking in stone ovens is greater 
in the suburbs.
The results of this study suggest that the 
transformations brought by improvements on the island in the 
last 3 0 years had an effect upon the stone ovens. Baking 
food in stone ovens has become the task of the older women. 
It is suggested that the tradition of baking might be seen 
as an adaptive strategy for maintenance of order and 
routine, as well as an opposing force to modernization. The 
age of the bakers and the fact that the young generation did 
not manifest interest in maintaining this tradition suggests 
that stone ovens will not persist on the island.
THE STONE OVENS OF ST. EUSTATIUS: 
A STUDY OF MATERIAL CULTURE
CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
Food preparation, cooking methods, consumption and 
disposal of food have always been a subject of study in 
historical archaeological research. Using artifacts as the 
primary data, these studies have shown that changes in 
foodways have resulted from acculturative processes, 
urbanization or innovations in technology (Douglas 1984; 
Pendery 1984; Cowan 1982). The investigation of the 
material culture associated with foodways may strengthen the 
understanding of a particular society and contribute with 
important data about continuity and change (Goode et al.
1984:66).
This study examines the stone ovens of St. Eustatius, a 
small Caribbean island (Figure 1), as an element of the 
material culture associated with foodways. Through the 
investigation of their construction techniques, baking 
processes, and oven spatial distribution patterns, cultural 
insights may be gained into the community.
Stone ovens seem to have been widely used in several 
Caribbean islands. Keur and Keur (1960) mentioned the 
existence of baking ovens on the Dutch Windward Islands of 
St. Martin, Saba and St. Eustatius during the 1950's:
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Figure 1. Geographical position of St. Eustatius in the Caribbean 
(Adapted frcm Kan die, 1985) .
4" . . . many households buy their bread supply from certain
designated women, who bake three times a week in large 
outdoor stone ovens. There are eight of these on Saba, nine 
to supply St. Eustatius, and perhaps a few more on St. 
Maarten" (Keur and Keur, 1960:129).
During the fieldwork, several people in St. Eustatius 
have reported that stone ovens are still being used in the 
neighboring islands of Saba, Nevis and St. Kitts. Stone 
ovens are no longer used in St. Maartin. Despite the 
possible widespread distribution of stone ovens in many 
areas of the Caribbean, there has been little study of these 
ovens by students of material culture; thus there is no 
documentary data about them. Considering this lack of 
information, the major objectives of this study are:
1. To provide a documentary record of the stone ovens in 
St. Eustatius examining variations in form, size, and 
material of construction;
2. To describe the technique of oven construction, and to 
analyze the role of recent technological innovations in 
oven structure;
3. To record the use of stone ovens and baking utensils by 
the population of the island, through direct 
observation;
4. to analyze oven spatial distribution on the island in 
order to gain cultural insights into the St. Eustatius
5community.
The above information may provide a framework to assess 
the status of baking in stone ovens on the island. While 
this tradition is still a common occurrence in St.
Eustatius, it is possible that because of the technological 
advancement and accelerated changes which have occurred 
during the last 3 0 years, this tradition may soon be gone, 
as has happened in other cultural areas (Belluscio 1984? 
Costello 1981).
Literature Review of Bake Ovens
Folklorist Don Yoder (1972) pointed out that "bake 
ovens can provide valuable examples of how to study the 
material aspects of folk cookery". Despite their 
significance, bake ovens have received little attention by 
students of material culture. Usually, research in bake 
ovens has responded to the needs of historic preservation 
and restoration. Often, living historical museums use 
cooking demonstrations around ovens and fireplaces as part 
of their interpretative programs (Belluscio, 1984:64).
Bake ovens in the United States are rapidly 
disappearing. As Yoder (1972:343) noted, "Pennsylvania1s 
bake ovens began to fall into disuse in the first decades of 
the twentieth century, and already the great majority of 
them have fallen in or have been removed."
The outdoor oven in the United States were introduced
6by non-British immigrants, among them Spanish, French, 
Italian, and Hungarians (Kniffen 1960:27). The indoor oven 
located in a bakehouse or in the main dwelling, either in 
the kitchen or in the basement, were introduced in North 
America by British, Dutch and German colonists (Kauffmann 
1975; Long Amos 1964; Kniffen 1960).
Outdoor bake ovens in French Louisiana were studied by 
Fred Kniffen (1960), a cultural geographer, who examined 
origin, diffusion and cultural distribution of these 
structures which were common until World War II (Kniffen 
1960:33). In the eastern United States, indoor and outdoor 
bake ovens, were found particularly in the Pennsylvania 
Dutch area (Long Amos 1964:29). Outdoor stone ovens found 
in the western United States were characteristic of railroad 
construction sites (Buckles,1983:213). These ovens could 
also be related to ethnic groups involved in activities 
other than railroad construction (Costello, 1981:18-26).
In Canada, indoor and outdoor bake ovens were examined 
by Lise Boily and Jean F. Blanchette in The Bread Ovens of 
Quebec (1979), relating the oven to various aspects of 
French-Canadian culture. These ovens are also not in use 
anymore.
As previously noted, ovens in the Caribbean area have 
not been documented, thus there are no records about use, 
types or origin of these cultural features.
7Field Survey
The survey of stone ovens was carried out on St. 
Eustatius, one of the Windward Islands of the Netherlands 
Antilles (Figure 1), from June 7 to August 15 of 1989, 
during the College of William and Mary Summer Field School 
in Historical Archaeology and Ethnography, directed by Dr. 
Norman Barka and Dr. Eric Ayisi.
The survey was limited to the residential areas of the 
island: the capital Oranjestad, and the suburban areas of 
Jeems, Golden Rock and Concordia. While the countryside of 
the island was not surveyed because of lack time, there were 
indications that more ovens may exist outside the urban 
areas of St. Eustatius. At least four ovens were casually 
sighted outside these residential areas, but they were not 
included in this study.
The urban areas were thoroughly surveyed, and all ovens 
encountered were measured, photographed, and recorded 
according to the Field Data Sheet (Figure 2). A total of 87 
ovens (100% sample) were recorded. Each oven was plotted on 
a map of the area under study (Oranjestad or suburbs) and 
given an identification number corresponding to the William 
and Mary Architectural Survey designation. Total oven 
distribution is shown in Figure 3. Information on 
individual oven characteristics is given in Appendix A.
During the field work it was possible to observe ovens 
in use and to record baking procedures. Interviews were
STONE OVENS FIELD DATA SHEET 
ST. EUSTATIUS
8
OVEN NUMBER_______________TYPE_____________DATE____/____/1989
OWNER_______________________ADDRESS___________________________
DATE OF CONSTRUCTION ; USED________  UNUSED_________
CONDITION: POOR  FAIR  GOOD ; DISTANCE FROM HOUSE_____FT
DOMESTIC  COMMERCIAL ; PLACE IN YARD: N  E  S  W ;
BASE MATERIAL: STONE___ OTHER__________________________________
ROOF MATERIAL: STONE___ OTHER__________________________________
DOOR MATERIAL: WOOD ZINC OTHER_________________________
CHIMNEY: YES  NO__ ; ROOF COVERING: YES  NO__
MOUTH: N  E___  S__ W___ ; ASHPIT: N  E__  S  W__
OVEN EXTERIOR DIMENSIONS:
HEIGHT______ LENGTH_______ WIDTH________MOUTH TO ROOF_________
MOUTH TO GROUND___________  MOUTH TO LEFT OVEN EDGE___________
MOUTH TO RIGHT OVEN EDGE________  MOUTH MIDDLE HEIGHT_________
CORNER HEIGHT______ WIDTH_________
OVEN INTERIOR DIMENSIONS:
HEIGHT_________  DEPTH___________ WIDTH_________
SKETCH
I i
FIGURE 2
9T h e
Hills
0  0  Concordia
Golden
RockJeems
• •
• ••
O ra n je s ta d
The
Quill
Figure 3. Oven distribution in the residential areas of 
St. Eustatius. One dot = one oven.
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conducted very informally, without the use of 
questionnaires. Most of the interviews were tape recorded, 
and a few video-taped. Informants were oven owners, masons 
and professional bakers. Information was also gathered from 
elder locals, children and young people. Generally they 
were shocked by my ignorance about stone ovens. To them, 
oven construction and use was universally accepted as part 
of daily living. However, several people were concerned 
that this tradition might soon be gone and were very open 
and willing to talk about this aspect of their everyday 
life. They greatly contributed to the ethnographical part 
of this work.
Data Analysis
Data was summarized in frequency distribution plots of 
several oven characteristics (e.g., oven construction 
material, mouth shape, etc.) given in Appendix A, in order 
to describe patterns and dominant features. Each plot is 
analyzed when the appropriate characteristic is described in 
the following sections of this study.
In order to analyze predominant patterns of oven 
placement in house lots, a sketch map of each yard was drawn 
in the field. In this, the main house, the oven or other 
structures was drawn. Based on these maps, houses were 
separated according to the direction they faced (north, 
east, south, west). Within each group, frequency of oven
11
placement in the yard was plotted within the Compass 
Rosette. The analysis of the spatial distribution patterns 
was conducted by plotting oven characteristics over maps of 
the residential areas of St. Eustatius, in order to observe 
the occurrence of groupings. The resulting clusters were 
then interpreted and correlated with ethnographical 
information gathered in the field survey, as well as 
historical and anthropological information from the 
published record. Statistical analysis was conducted using 
an IBM-AT computer and the SPSS-PC+ statistics software. 
Frequency distribution graphs were done using the X-Graph 
graphics package on the PRIME computer of the College of 
William and Mary.
Two ovens located within the residential areas were 
treated separately, since they did not conform with most 
ovens found on the island. One oven was located within Fort 
Oranje, and has been recently restored (Figure 4).
According to Mr. Ellis Lopes this oven appears to have been 
used for heating cannon balls in the 18th century. The 
other, a small exhibition oven (Figure 5), was located 
behind the local historical museum, and built over a masonry 
fence for aesthetic purposes (Mr. Ellis Lopes). Both ovens 
were not intended for baking food. Their characteristics 
are given in Appendix A.
12
Figure 4. Oven 4 0K02 located in Fort Oranje.
5642
13
Figure 5. Oven 2 6Q02 located in the Historical Museum.
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This study is organized in chapters. The second 
chapter outlines the significance of material culture 
studies and its relationship with this study of stone ovens. 
The third chapter briefly discusses the physical and 
historical environment of St. Eustatius, providing the 
necessary background for the present study. Chapter IV 
describes the stone ovens of St. Eustatius, establishes a 
typology and discusses general characteristics, oven 
placement in the yard, and materials used in oven 
construction. Chapter V looks into the practices of oven 
construction, baking procedures and commercial bakeries, 
based on interviews and observation. Chapter VI analyses 
oven distribution patterns within the residential areas of 
St. Eustatius. The conclusion (chapter VII) summarizes what 
was learned about the stone ovens in St. Eustatius and 
suggests further research topics.
CHAPTER II
MATERIAL CULTURE STUDIES
Because stone ovens are a part of the material culture 
of St. Eustatius, the focus of this chapter is to define the 
term "material culture" and briefly examine some approaches 
employed in previous material culture studies. 
Anthropologists and archaeologists have traditionally 
included the study of objects in their work, and over the 
last three decades they have refined methods for relating 
material culture to social and cultural context (Johnson 
1983:33) .
Material culture has been defined by Deetz (1977:10) as 
"that segment of man's physical environment which is 
purposely shaped by him according to culturally dictated 
plans." In a similar perspective, Schlereth (1982:3) 
describes it as "those segments of human learning and 
behavior which provide a person with plans, methods and 
reasons for producing and using things that can be touched 
and seen." Mintz (1989:231) observed that "it is through 
material representations of culture that people relate to 
each other, express themselves and their values, interact, 
and carry out their activities." As Schlereth (1985:3) puts 
it " material culture simultaneously refers to both the
15
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subject of the study, material, and to its principal 
purpose, the understanding of culture."
Clearly from the above definitions is the idea that we 
can learn something from objects. Through the study of 
artifacts the researcher can have a glimpse of the society 
who produces and uses them. For instance, Diane Douglas 
(1982:2 0-29) discovered a relationship between 19th century 
attitudes and the sewing machine. Douglas used comic 
cartoons to show how the machine figured in debates over 
social issues? then she analyzed the changes that occurred 
in the design of the sewing machine, designs made in order 
to conciliate social alternatives and women's appropriate 
roles. In another example, Mark Leone (1978) examined town 
planning and fences, and demonstrated how Mormons 
manipulated space to facilitate their social and religious 
goals. These works serve to illustrate how material culture 
studies may uncover meaning behind simple objects. In these 
examples both sewing machine and fences were used as a mean 
for learning cultural, social or religious values.
As Kenneth Ames (1985:92) observed, "... because 
objects are as diverse as the people who make and use them, 
studies of material culture may go in many different 
directions." However, the purpose of material culture 
studies always moves beyond the object itself to a 
consideration of the ideas and perceptions of the people 
producing and using the object.
17
To study material culture many archaeologists have 
incorporated spatial analysis into the interpretation of 
cultural features. As Gritzner (1983:33-36) notes, 
historical archaeological research could be strengthened by 
giving greater attention to the spatial distribution of 
phenomena and the interrelationships that exist between 
cultural artifacts and their contexts. The spatial analysis 
of material features is particularly important because 
objects tend to persist longer in time than social 
manifestations of culture (Morrill, 1974:19).
Stone ovens are material features dispersed throughout 
the residential areas of St. Eustatius, and the application 
of spatial analysis provided a valuable tool in the present 
study. Spatial analysis focuses on the location, 
arrangement and relationships of cultural features, and 
attempts to explain patterns of homogeneity.
Kniffen (1965) has proposed three basic procedures in 
the analyses of cultural features: a) identification, 
description and mapping of material traits in the landscape; 
b) classification of the objects into types; and c) 
interpretation which requires examination of the objects and 
their spatial distribution on the landscape. The present 
study follows Kniffen's procedure, and it is based in three 
premises: first, stone ovens have cultural meaning; second, 
stone ovens display meaningful distribution patterns that 
can be revealed by mapping them; third, once the patterns
18
are distinguished their relationships to non-material 
culture (such as social or economic context) might be 
inferred.
Another valuable tool for the study of material culture 
in contemporary societies is the use of oral history.
Deagan (1982:172) has observed that the spoken word may be 
considered as a category of data equivalent to documents, in 
the pursuit of the goals of historical archaeology. In 
addition to the data provided by material and spatial 
distribution of stone ovens, the recording of oral history 
in this study of material culture greatly contributed to 
insights into St. Eustatius1 society.
CHAPTER III 
THE ISLAND OF ST. EUSTATIUS
St. Eustatius, together with St. Maartin and Saba, 
forms the three Windward Island of the Netherlands Antilles 
(Figure 1). "Statia", as the island of St. Eustatius is 
usually called, is a small volcanic island, only 8.2 square 
miles (21 km2), with a population around 1700 inhabitants. 
The population is largely black "descendants of African 
slaves and the mulatto people of the 18th century" (Kandle 
1985:6).
A beautiful extinct volcano, called the "Quill", is 
located on the south end of the island; the "Hills", a group 
of smaller volcanic mountains, are located at the north end; 
between them, is an almost flat area about 100-250 feet 
above sea level, known as the "Cultivated Plain" with 
volcanic soils. Statia has an average temperature of 27 C 
and is exposed to the strong influence of the trade winds 
blowing constantly from east to west. This causes excessive 
drying of the light volcanic soil (Keur and Keur 1960:10). 
The most common type of vegetation is Acacia, croton 
thickets and cacti (Keur and Keur 1960:65). There are no 
rivers or streams, and drinking water is obtained by 
collecting rainwater in cisterns (Karklins and Barka
19
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1989:55). Statia suffers drought periods which has led to 
little interest in the development of agriculture despite 
its fertile plain (Attema 1976:14). Statia is also in the 
path of hurricanes, which have many times damaged the 
island.
The capital of Statia, Oranjestad, is on the west 
coast, located on a cliff overlooking the Caribbean Sea. It 
has always been divided naturally by the coastal cliffs into 
"Upper Town", where the population actually lives, and 
"Lower Town" located on Oranjestad Bay, where ruins of 
houses and warehouses "remind us of the prosperity that St. 
Eustatius knew in the middle of the 18th century" (Attema 
1976:12).
St. Eustatius was first colonized in 163 6 when Dutch 
merchants from Zeeland acquired the right to establish a 
grantee concession from the Netherlands' West Indies Company 
to set a colony on the island (Attema 1976:16). Initially, 
Statia's economy was based on agriculture; its inhabitants 
raised tobacco, followed by sugar cane and cotton for the 
Dutch market. In the 18th century, Statia developed into an 
important storage and transit port for European and New 
World goods, including slaves (Attema 1976:21), and the 
island became known as the "Golden Rock" (Hartog 1976:38).
Many sugar plantations dotted the interior of the 
island, but Statia's economic prosperity was in the Lower 
Town where all commercial transactions took place and where
21
hundreds of warehouses were built (Kandle 1985:115; Karklins 
and Barka 1989:55). Statia was firmly established as a 
smuggling center (Kandle 1985:51). Because of its strategic 
location in the Caribbean and particularly because its 
importance in trade, Statia changed hands 2 2 times between 
the Dutch, French and English (Hartog 1976:23). The 
economic growth reached a peak in the 177 0s, when Statia 
played an important role in the transportation of ammunition 
and arms from Europe to the North American colonies in 
rebellion against England (van der Bor 1981:12; Kandle 
1985:51).
In retaliation against Statia1s involvement in the 
American Revolution, Britain captured the island under the 
command of Admiral Rodney; many of the houses on the Lower 
Town were destroyed, warehouses were sealed and all goods 
were confiscated and sold by auction (Attema 1976:40).
After Rodney's invasion and destruction, Statia managed 
to recover its trade again, and enjoyed some prosperity.
The island switched hands a few more times between France 
and Holland, finally becoming Dutch again in 1816 (Hartog 
1976:104-105). As Kandle (1985:70) observed "the subsequent 
inability to recover the earlier trade networks in the 19th 
century marks the collapse of St. Eustatius as an 
international port." With the abolition of slavery in the 
West Indies in 1863, the island lost a flourishing trade and 
consequently the population steadily decreased (Karklins and
22
Barka 1989:55). The Lower Town was neglected and what 
remains are ruins washed by the sea along the 2 mile long 
street.
After the abolition of slavery in St. Eustatius in 
1863, when 1087 were freed, the ex-slaves left the 
plantations and settled in the island's only town,
Oranjestad (Keur and Keur 1960:78). The plantation owners 
could not obtain people to work the land, fields reverted to 
brush, homes were abandoned, and exports stopped completely. 
In 189 0 only subsistence crops were grown, such as yams, 
sweet potatoes, peanuts and cassava, and the economic 
situation of the island was rather deficient (Keur and Keur 
19 60). However, a combination of improvements over the last 
15-2 0 years succeeded in reversing a long economic 
recession. As a result the population experienced a slow 
but steady increase between the years 1960 and 1985, causing 
the expansion of Oranjestad's urban area and the 
establishment of recent residential subdivisions of Jeems, 
Golden Rock and Concordia (P.B.S.A. 1988).
Oranjestad is a quiet town with narrow streets; few old 
houses built with stone, wood or brick survive as examples 
of the prosperous times. Historical sites, such as the 
ruins of old churches, a synagogue, and graveyards are 
scattered through the town. Fort Oranje, built in the 17th 
century and renovated in the 1970's, is located in the 
center of Oranjestad; within its walls are government
23
offices and the post office. It is in the center of town 
that most of the island's activity takes place, and the 
movement of people on the streets is more intense. The main 
street, Fort Oranje Straat, has a popular ice cream shop, 
where teenagers spend their free time watching the movement 
of cars and people. The other streets of Oranjestad are 
usually quieter.
Several improvements have been made in the last two 
decades on St. Eustatius. Electricity was introduced in 
1966, but only since December of 197 0 has Statia enjoyed 
all-day-long electricity (Attema 1976:155); since then 
nearly every family has a TV set in the living room. In the 
1970's donkey paths were widened, and new roads were opened 
for cars. The improvement of a small airport and the 
construction of a large pier, both completed in the same 
decade, brought an increased number of visitors to the 
island. As a consequence, new hotels were also opened. An 
oil terminal was completed in the later 70's (Hartog 
197 6:143-158) and opened new job opportunities.
Until the 1970's the population of Statia lived almost 
exclusively in the town of Oranjestad. The Government of 
St. Eustatius tried in 1938 to stimulate farming, and some 
residential areas were founded in the "Cultivation Plain" 
(Hartog 1976:132). However, these areas failed due to lack 
of roads, transportation, schools and grocery stores (Keur 
and Keur 1960:81). Because of a shortage of housing in
24
Oranjestad and the opening of roads, these areas were 
reoccupied during the late 1960's (Hartog 1976:133).
Jeems, Golden Rock and Concordia, adjacent to each 
other, are located between Oranjestad's northern urban 
boundary and the island's airport. These suburban areas 
comprise some 170 houses (P.B.S.A. 1988). Concordia and 
Golden Rock are the areas where most houses are now 
concentrated. The houses are built with cinder or concrete 
blocks, and usually the lots are more spacious than in 
Oranjestad, where the houses are closer to each other.
When an outsider walks on the streets of the suburban 
areas, he or she would be surrounded by children. I always 
had "helpers" (they would fight for it) carrying the 
backpack, the range pole, and the photography bag. The 
children would lead me right to the houses that had an oven, 
since they knew everyone. Thus, it was faster to locate and 
record ovens in the suburban areas than it was in 
Oranjestad, where people would send me only to those houses 
where ovens were in use, rather than to houses that had 
ovens, regardless of use. Both in Oranjestad and in the 
suburbs people were very open to this research, but perhaps 
because the presence of the familiar children, in the 
suburban areas the atmosphere was usually friendlier.
Unlike the town of Oranjestad, women and children dominated 
these areas because the men were working either in 
construction sites, in Oranjestad or at the Oil Terminal.
CHAPTER IV
THE STONE OVENS OF ST. EUSTATIUS
The first part of this chapter describes oven types and 
their general characteristics; it is followed by a 
description of oven features, analyzing the variations in 
oven structural forms. According to Fontana (1973:3) "any 
study of material culture begins with a study of form, a 
study that is purely descriptive in character." The 
methodological objective in the description of objects is to 
provide a written record which can be consulted; the major 
objective is an interpretation based on the recorded data 
which will allow for generalizations (Gilborn, 1982:185).
The stone ovens of St. Eustatius are solid structures 
of stones and mortar. They bake by retained heat generated 
by a fire built directly on the oven floor (hearth), which 
heats up the walls. When the fire burns out, the ashes are 
swept away, and the loaves of bread are set on the hot 
hearth. A removable door is placed against the opening 
while the bread is being baked, to seal in the heat.
Figure 6 shows a sketch of a stone oven and its main 
features. The oven has a base, usually four feet high, with 
a flat hearth (floor of the oven) on top, a domed roof, and 
an opening (oven mouth) at the front for inserting fuel and
25
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food. Stone ovens have the same function, that is, to bake 
food; at first glance, they look very similar in appearance. 
However, viewed as artifacts, as aspects of the material 
culture of St. Eustatius, stone ovens have some distinctive 
characteristics. Ovens vary widely in shape, dimensions, 
and material employed in their construction.
Each stone oven in St. Eustatius is associated with a 
single household and usually used solely by that family.
The majority of ovens recorded in the residential areas were 
constructed during the twentieth century. From the 85 ovens 
recorded, oven owners were able to recall the date of 
construction for 51 of them, especially those constructed 
after 1960's (Appendix A). However, some dates were not 
precise; many owners tended to forget the exact year, but 
for one reason or another, they could remember in which 
decade the oven was built. The dates of construction for 34 
ovens were not available, particularly in vacant houses 
lots; or in houses where the oven was already present, when 
the present residents moved in.
Types of Stone Ovens
Before describing oven features, the first distinction 
which should be made is the difference in the location of 
ovens: some were placed within a building, and others were 
located outdoors. Therefore, ovens were classified 
according to their location: Indoor and Outdoor Ovens.
28
It was important to classify ovens by their location 
for two main reasons: a) this typology simplified the 
description of oven features, characteristics, and spatial 
arrangements according to their placement in relation to the 
main dwelling; b) the distinction between each oven type 
provided a basis for the explanation of their distribution 
patterns, in terms of changes in social or economic behavior 
(Chapter VI).
Indoor Ovens
Indoor ovens are those located inside a house (Figure 
7), and the activities of baking are performed indoors, 
completely hidden from the outside. Usually, buildings with 
indoor ovens have a chimney extending the roof of the house 
(Figure 8). In this survey 18 ovens were located indoors 
and only one was still being used (Figure 9). This was 
formerly an outdoor oven, built in 1963, which was later 
enclosed in a wooden structure and is used as a commercial 
bakery. The remaining indoor ovens were inactive; 7 of them 
were found in ruined buildings. All indoor ovens were 
located in Oranjestad.
Indoor ovens differed from one another in relation to 
their arrangement in the dwelling. Eight ovens were 
installed within the house, not visible from the outside.
Two of them were located in a ruined building known as the 
"Hurricane Kitchen" (Figures 10 and 11). Four ovens were
29
Figure 7. Indoor oven in a kitchen
Figure 8. Chimney of an indoor oven.
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identified because of their protruding chimneys, but it was 
not possible to verify directly the presence of ovens. The 
residents of two of these houses confirmed the presence of 
an oven inside; the other two houses with chimneys were 
vacant. A local informant, Mr. Walter Euston, attested that 
these buildings also had ovens. In fact, fireplaces are not 
necessary in St. Eustatius indicating that chimneys were 
associated with indoor ovens. Two indoor ovens were located 
in cellars, without chimneys, but with flue openings; both 
ovens are being investigated by Dr. Norman Barka.
The other arrangement of indoor ovens was the oven 
installed as a structural part of the main dwelling but 
evident from the outside. The mouth of the oven opened 
inside the house but the oven body was located outside 
(Figure 12). The heat probably determined this arrangement. 
Considering the average temperature of 82° F on the island, 
the placement of the oven body outside the house probably 
helped to dissipate the intense heat in the dwelling, when 
the oven was being used.
Finally, four indoor ovens were located in separate 
buildings, as independent units, completely detached from 
the living quarters (Figures 13, 14 and 15). All had domes 
outside the building. Although these ovens were located 
outside the main dwelling they were considered indoor ovens 
since they could only be operated inside the detached
Figure 13. Mr. Franz Lampe1s Bake House.
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Figure 15. Longitudinal section of Mr. Franz Lampe's 
bake house.
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building, and thus baking procedures were performed indoors.
One of these "bake houses", owned by Mr. Franz Lampe, 
was recently restored and the original can be dated to the 
19th century (Fig.13,14,15). Although his bake house is no 
longer used, some old cooking utensils were still in display 
in the building. The other bake houses were in various 
stages of deterioration, and used as storage places for old 
furniture, tools, boxes, etc. All bake houses were built 
with cobble stones.
Kaufmann observed that the procedure of installing the 
oven in a detached building was probably to separate the 
activities of cooking and baking from the main house 
(Kaufmann 1975:209). It is possible that in St. Eustatius, 
these ovens were located in a detached house also because 
the hazards of fire. Arrangements of indoor ovens similar 
to those of St. Eustatius were also reported in the United 
States (Long Amos 1964; Belluscio 1984; Kaufmann 1975) and 
Canada (Boily and Blanchette 1979).
Outdoor Ovens
The category of outdoor ovens includes those completely 
separated from the house and located in the yard (Figure 
16). Here, baking procedures are done outside, thus very 
noticeable. Outdoor ovens constituted by far the majority 
of ovens found in this survey. Of the total of 85 ovens
Figure 16. Outdoor oven in the yard (top). 
Close-up of outdoor oven (bottom).
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recorded, 67 were located outdoors; 26 of them still were in 
use during this survey (Figure 9). Of the 41 outdoor ovens 
no longer used, 21 were badly damaged or broken.
Sixteen outdoor ovens had a simple roof to protect the 
baker from the weather (Figure 17); it also protected oven 
masonry and prevented the rain from cooling the oven when 
food was inside. This shed consisted of a sheet tin roof 
generally supported by two wooden posts dug into the ground 
at the front corners of the oven, and leaning against the 
oven's back where it was nailed. Some roofs were supported 
by four wooden posts dug into the ground at each corner of 
the oven. These shelters extended over the front of the 
oven approximately 3 ft. and about 6.5 ft. from the ground. 
There were no walls enclosing these structures (Figure 17). 
Usually the open space between the roof and the oven was 
used as a storage place for pans and other baking utensils.
A small wooden table was generally set near the oven, and 
used as a worktable for placing pans with dough and other 
pots with food for baking. A pile of wood was also kept 
near the oven, usually under the shed.
In general, outdoor ovens had no chimneys to channel 
the smoke. Apparently chimneys were not needed because the 
smoke can escape through the oven mouth. However, three 
outdoor ovens, none still in use, built in the beginning of 
the 2 0th century, had chimneys (Figure 18). A postcard of 
Statia shows one of these ovens. These chimneys were
40
Figure 17. Outdoor oven with roof covering. Note the
working table and the peel holding the door.
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Figure 18. Outdoor oven with chimney.
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located at the front part of the oven, supported by the oven 
roof and by stones one foot thick, placed on the upper part 
of both sides of the mouth. The smoke escaped through the 
mouth and passed up through the chimney. Chimneys extended 
3.5 ft. to 4.0 ft. above the oven dome, and were usually 2.5 
ft. wide.
Outdoor ovens ranged between 5 to 4 0 ft. in distance 
from the house, but on the average they were located 15 ft. 
from the house (Appendix B). The average distance of 15 ft. 
may suggest the ideal distance between the house, where the 
dough is prepared, to the oven. However, this distance 
might solely depend on the size of the lot.
In St. Eustatius the yard is usually enclosed by a 
wire, concrete or shrubbery fence; it was noticed that 
nobody entered it without being asked. In addition to stone 
ovens, several other structures can be found in yards, such 
as cistern, sheds and outbuildings used for storage. It is 
typically in the yard that many household chores are done, 
such as washing clothes, pots or dishes. Since the weather 
is always warm, it is also in the yard that people relax and 
children play. Some yards have fruit trees, such as mango, 
guava, gennet or coconut trees.
In order to verify patterns of oven location in the 
yard, using the house as a reference point, houses were 
grouped according to the direction of their front facade 
(north, east, south, west). A Compass Rosette was drawn for
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each one of the above groups, and the frequency of oven 
occurrence within the 8 major compass points (N, NE, E, SE, 
S, SW, W, NW) was recorded. This would identify the 
predominant patterns of oven placement in the yard, taking 
the house as a reference point.
Figure 19 shows the relationship between house 
orientation and placement of outdoor ovens in the yard: in 
13 houses that faced North, three ovens were located to the 
Southeast; three to the South; and seven to the Southwest.
In 17 houses built toward the East, two ovens were located 
in the Southeast; six in the Southwest; one to the West; and 
eight to the Northwest of the yard. In 9 houses facing 
South, five ovens were located to the Northeast; one to 
Southwest, and three located to the Northwest. In 27 houses 
facing West, 14 ovens were located to the Northeast, 11 to 
the Southeast and two ovens to the South.
The above data indicated that ovens were always 
situated in the backyard, but their placement within the 
backyard was not standardized. Ovens were usually located 
to the back and to the side of the house. Very few ovens 
were located right at the back of houses. While some of 
them were placed more towards the front than the back 
section of the yard, ovens were never placed further to the 
front of the property than the house (Figure 19).
It was observed that kitchens were usually located at 
the back of the house. It was in the kitchen that the
44
South
Figure 19. Frequency of oven occurence in the yard having the 
house as reference point. Arrows indicate house 
orientation.
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preparation of the dough for bread was done. It is possible 
then, that the convenience of easy access to the kitchen 
determined the location of ovens in the backyard. During 
the ten weeks of field survey, it was seen that some 
household chores such as washing clothes in large basins or 
scaling fish, were usually done in the backyard; while to 
read, to braid children's hair, or to relax, were performed 
at the front area. The positioning of outdoor ovens towards 
the back areas of the yard may be thus associated with their 
functional role, correlated with household chores.
While the placement of outdoor ovens varied within the 
yard, the front of the oven, where the mouth is located, was 
almost always oriented toward the same direction, the west. 
It was expected that ovens would always face the house, so 
that one could watch it while baking was being done. That 
was not the case, and even some ovens had their back to the 
house. Taking the example of a house which faced east, the 
oven would be facing west; thus, both the house and the oven 
were in completely opposite directions; from the house, one 
would only have a back view of the oven. Although at first 
sight this arrangement may not seem reasonable, there was a 
purpose in the pattern of orientation of outdoor ovens.
Figure 2 0 shows that 65 of the total of 67 outdoor 
ovens were oriented toward the west (facing the Caribbean 
Sea), indicating that this was unquestionably their dominant 
orientation pattern. Oven orientation was clearly a
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response to the environment. Statia is under the influence 
of the trade winds, which blows from east to west. To have 
ovens facing west prevented the wind from blowing directly 
into the oven, thus affecting the fire within it, and 
cooling it down when food was inside.
Looking at Figure 19 and 2 0 and considering the wind 
direction, it becomes evident that a conscious thought 
regulated the placement of ovens. Ovens were located in 
such a way that their smoke would not blow toward the house. 
This explained why some ovens had their back to the house. 
When the houses were facing east, the wind was a much 
stronger response in the orientation of outdoor ovens than 
the advantage of obtaining their front view from the 
kitchen. The trade wind, therefore is the principal fact 
influencing the orientation of outdoor ovens.
Oven Features
Ovens vary widely in their structural form, 
construction materials and dimensions. Ovens features and 
variations will here be discussed in detail. Both 
categories of ovens, indoor and outdoor, are included in 
this discussion.
Oven Base
The base is a masonry platform which provides a 
foundation for the oven itself (Figure 6). The base of
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ovens in this survey had two base plans: rectangular or 
horseshoe. Ovens with a horseshoe base plan were rounded on 
the rear, while ovens with rectangular plan were straight on 
the rear (Figure 21).
The materials employed in the construction of the oven 
base also varied. These materials included stone, cinder 
block (hollow rectangular blocks made of concrete containing 
cinder as the aggregate), and concrete (mixture of fine and 
coarse aggregate, water, and portland cement). Bricks were 
also found filling gaps between stones, but none of the 
ovens were built entirely with bricks. The base was always 
left unplastered.
Neither of the above variations in the oven ground plan 
and the material used in its construction were significant 
when seen independently, but when compared with each other 
they presented an interesting relationship. It was 
determined that 60 ovens had bases built with stones, 17 
were built with cinder blocks and one oven with concrete 
(Figure 22). Fifteen ovens with a rectangular plan had the 
base constructed with cinder blocks and one with concrete.
On the other hand, 53 ovens with a horseshoe plan had the 
base built with stones. Most ovens with horseshoe bases 
were constructed with stones, while nearly all ovens with 
rectangular bases were built with cinder blocks.
The relationship among oven base plan and building 
material has raised the following questions: a) since when
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Figure 22. Frequency of oven base cons true tion material.
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and how often has the oven base been built with cinder 
blocks? b) to what extent have cinder blocks influenced 
oven base plan?
To examine these questions, the frequency of occurrence 
of these variables (oven base plan and building material) 
was plotted over time, in order to observe patterns of 
variation. Fifty-one ovens were possible to date, although 
not exactly.
Figure 2 3 indicates that oven bases built with stones 
occurred from the 1920's until today. However, in the 
1960's, cinder blocks were introduced and became very 
frequent in the construction of ovens, showing that their 
use was a recent trend in oven masonry. At the same time, 
there was a slight decrease in the frequency of bases built 
with stones. Despite that stones are easily available in 
Statia, and that for economic reasons to build ovens with 
stones would apparently be less expensive, this figure 
indicates the contrary.
According to Mr. Henry Hassell, a base built with 
stones is more time and energy consuming than one built with 
cinder blocks. Stones have to adjust to the amount of 
pressure, otherwise the base structure cracks. Also the 
stones have to be collected in the field and shaped (cut).
On the other hand, cinder blocks are already shaped, do not 
have to adjust to pressure, and their use reduces the time 
of oven construction up to 5 days (Henry Hassell, personal
52
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communication). Thus, a practical reason for the use of 
cinder blocks, instead of stones, in the construction of the 
oven base was that they were more economical in terms of 
construction time.
Figure 2 3 also shows that the horseshoe base plan was 
the most common shape, still being constructed today. The 
rectangular base plan, although occurring since the 192 0's, 
displayed a considerable increase in frequency from the 
middle 1960's, nearly at the same time as cinder blocks were 
introduced. This evidence strongly suggests an association 
between oven base plan and building material. Practically, 
cinder blocks are more adaptable for building rectangular 
structures. Cinder blocks are widely used in house 
construction (Sanders, 1988:52), and the "leftovers" are 
often used for constructing the oven base (Clair Jack, 
personal communication).
These results need to be taken cautiously since there 
appears to be a bias in this seriation associated with the 
fact that people tend to remember construction dates for 
those ovens built more recently. Figure 24 indicates an 
increase of oven construction after the 1930's and that 
relatively few ovens were built before this date, which 
might not necessarily be the case.
Oven Hearth
The hearth, "the part on which the dome rests" (Boily
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and Blanchette, 1979:48) is the actual oven floor, where the 
fire is built and the loaves of bread are placed for baking 
(Figure 6). While the oven base varied in shape, the floor 
plan was usually oval in shape. The oven floor contained an 
opening or ash pit, through which the wood ashes were 
removed. The hearth of ovens in this survey were built with 
stones, and a distinction was made between different kinds 
of stones for constructing the oven.
In St. Eustatius stones are of volcanic origin, and 
belong to the Andesitic type (Westermann and Kiel, 1961). 
These rocks can be found everywhere on the island and are 
those employed in the construction of the oven base.
However, for the construction of the hearth and the dome, 
only "firestones" (local name) are employed.
These stones (pyroxene andesitic) contain iron ore 
along with other components and were ejected by the 
volcano's later eruptions. They have a light gray color and 
can be found along the slopes and at the foot of the volcano 
(Westermann & Kiel 1961, p.110). Firestones retain the heat 
for long periods of time, sometimes up to 24 hours (Mr. 
William Schmidt, personal communication).
The identification of the firestone by masons is done 
by breaking the rock; if the exposed surface glitters, it is 
the right type of stone. The masons interviewed knew the 
right kind of rock by simply looking at it. During this 
survey it was noticed that nearly everyone in Statia, even
56
small children, recognized the excellent property of 
firestones in retaining the heat, which, as it is stated 
locally, "provided the bread a crispier crust and a sweeter 
flavor."
Ash Pit
This is an opening located on the oven floor through 
which the wood ashes were removed (Figure 6). This opening 
connects with a chute that funnels ashes to the ground. The 
advantage of the ash pit was that ashes could be removed 
from the oven through this opening, instead than from the 
main opening. This prevented the baker from having his feet 
burned by live coals, as could happen if coals were removed 
through the main opening, where the baker was standing.
The exterior ash pit opening is set very close to the 
ground (Figure 25), usually at the first layer of stones, 
but sometimes it is placed some 2 ft. above it. Both 
openings of the ash pit (interior and exterior) were covered 
with a movable tin sheet to prevent the wind from cooling 
the oven. Usually, ashes were left beside the oven; 
sometimes these were used in vegetable gardens, or for 
tanning goat skins.
Figure 2 6 shows that in 65 ovens the ash pit was 
located at the left side of the oven front, indicating a 
great deal of consistency in the placement of ash pits.
This orientation appeared to be strongly related to whether
57
Figure 25. Mrs. Linda Gumbs by the stone oven on the ash 
pit side (top). Close-up of ash pit (bottom).
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Figure 26. Ash pit orientation in relation to the oven front.
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the baker was left or right-handed. It was observed that 
right-handed persons, while removing the ashes, moved the 
broom from right to the left, holding the broom with the 
right hand in front. Left-handed people would do just the 
opposite. In 10 ovens the ash pit was located to the right 
of the oven front. This fact suggested either that the 
baker was left-handed, or that if the ash pit was located to 
the left side of the oven, ashes taken from it would 
accumulate in transit areas. In 2 indoor ovens the ash pits 
were located at the bottom of the oven front (Figure 7).
Oven Roof
The roof of the oven is domed with the rear part 
curving slightly downward (Figure 27). Three ovens in this 
survey presented an almost flat roof (Figure 27). Materials 
used in the construction of the roof were firestone or 
brick. Figure 28 shows that 60 oven roofs were built with 
firestones, while only 11 roofs were made with bricks, seven 
of them located outdoors. The roof is the first part that 
collapses due to weathering, and some ovens were so badly 
damaged that information about roof material could not be 
obtained. In a strange analogy, some people in Statia 
compared ovens to automobiles, saying that "ovens, like 
cars, need to be in constant use or they will start to fall 
apart."
Although some people interviewed said that brick roofs
60
Figure 27. Outdoor oven with domed roof (top); 
Outdoor oven with flat roof (bottom).
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Figure 28. Frequency of oven roof material.
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retain the heat better than those with firestones, the few 
ovens with brick roofs indicated that they are not so 
popular in Statia. In contrast to the easiness of using 
cinder blocks for the construction of bases, bricks are more 
difficult to use for building the oven roof (Charles 
Rossberg, personal communication). This may explain why so 
few ovens had brick roofs, along with the fact that bricks 
are quite expensive. Iwan Schmid, manager of the local 
hardware store, observed that bricks have to be ordered from 
off-island, usually Puerto Rico, since they are not 
manufactured in St. Eustatius. During the 18th century, 
bricks were brought to Statia as ship's ballast from the 
Netherlands for the construction of warehouses and houses 
(Attema 1976:47).
The exterior part of the roof was always plastered over 
with a thick layer of a special mortar, locally called 
"whitelime." This mortar plays a key role in the 
construction of stone ovens since it retards erosion of the 
roof and helps to retain the heat. Whitelime is also widely 
used for plastering cistern ( Mr. John Rossberg, personal 
communication). The components of the whitelime are lime, 
trass (volcanic ash), cement and water. Some masons, like 
Mr. Clair Jack, also adds molasses to this mortar in order 
to give it a gluey consistency.
The traditional source of lime on the island is coral, 
collected at the sea shore, usually after a storm, when
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coral is washed upon the beach. To prepare the lime, coral 
has first to be burned, which is usually done right at the 
sea shore. Coral is placed on a pile of wood, covered with 
additional wood, and allowed to burn for several hours, 
after which the burned coral is slaked with water (Mr. John 
Rossberg, personal communication). Keur and Keur (1960:109) 
noted that since cement came into common use this practice 
has declined. During this survey, two persons still 
prepared whitelime with coral-lime, Mr. John Rossberg and 
Mr. Clair Jack. The latter was stacking coral on the beach 
shore to be burned for whitelime.
While coral-lime could be substituted by commercial 
lime, trass (volcanic ash) was considered a non-replaceable 
element in the preparation of the whitelime. Trass is found 
on the cliffs of the Lower Town; it is a fine-grained ash, 
yellowish in color, derived from the first eruptions of the 
volcano, and consisting of angite and magnetite (Westermann 
& Kiel, 1961:112). When trass is mixed with water it forms 
an excellent mortar. Trass was formerly exported to other 
Caribbean islands to be used as building mortar, as in the 
fortifications of Curacao (Hartog 1976:130-131; Keur and 
Keur 1960:107-108).
Oven Mouth
The mouth of the oven, where fuel and food is inserted, 
is positioned at the front part of the oven (Figure 6).
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Generally the oven mouth measures 1.2 ft. to 1.8 ft. wide 
and from 1.2 ft. to 1.6 ft. in height (Appendix B). The 
mouth of ovens can be either arched or rectangular in shape 
(Figure 29).
Twenty-six ovens had rectangular shaped mouths (Figure
30). Rectangular mouths were wider than taller, and usually 
had a lintel to support the weight of the stones from above. 
The lintel is a horizontal, load-bearing, structural member 
which spans the top of an opening whether fireplace, oven, 
door, or window (Bacon, 1977:21). In Statia, the lintel may 
be an iron bar or a large stone. From 2 6 ovens with 
rectangular mouths, 4 had a large stone as a lintel, while 
22 ovens had an iron bar (Figures 29 and 30). Belluscio 
(1984:71-72) noted that much of the deterioration found in 
her survey of 19th century ovens was located in the masonry 
above the iron bar, resulting from the different rates of 
expansion of the masonry and the iron strap. This 
phenomenon, along with the high air salinity of St.
Eustatius (Westermann and Kiel, 1961:101), which quicken 
corrosion of the iron strap, might explain why the mouth was 
collapsed in 23 ovens, thus being impossible to determine 
their shapes (Figure 30).
Arched mouths were identified in 3 6 ovens (Figure 3 0). 
Usually, arched mouths were taller than wide, and sometimes 
framed on the upper part with bricks. According to Bacon, 
arched mouths "allow for the easier passage of food and fuel
Figure 29. Outdoor oven with rectangular mouth (top) . Note 
iron lintel.
Outdoor oven with arched mouth (bottom).
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into the oven, and are more likely used in ovens because the 
arch gives great strength to masonry construction without 
the aid of additional support" (Bacon, 1977:21).
The oven mouth is closed by a portable door to seal in 
the heat when baking. This door is placed in front of the 
opening and is held in a closed position by a wood stick or 
by the handle of a tool resting against it (Figure 17).
Doors can be made of wooden boards or metal sheet, usually a 
plate of corrugated zinc. More elaborate and permanent 
doors are wooden boards lined on the inside surface with a 
sheet of zinc to protect it against the extreme heat. Some 
may also present a wooden handle centered on the outside 
surface.
Oven Dimensions
Dimensions of ovens seems to be determined by the 
baking needs of each household. On the average, ovens 
measured approximately 6.0 ft. high, 6.0 ft.long, and 5.0 
ft. wide; but their size ranged from 4.0 ft. to 7.0 ft. in 
height; 4.0 ft. to 10.0 ft.in length; and 3.0 ft. to 9.0 ft. 
in width (Appendix B). It was observed that moderate-sized 
ovens (6 ft.x 6 ft. x 5 ft.) were used by small families (4 
to 6 members), whereas larger ones were used for commercial 
and domestic purposes. Generally, the oven inside measured 
about 1.8 ft. high, usually .3 ft. to .5 ft. higher than its 
opening, and it is 3.0 ft. wide and 5.0 ft. deep.
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Most ovens in this survey were built for household 
baking. Six ovens were used both for commercial and 
domestic purposes. Large ovens can bake up to three dozen 
loaves of bread at one time, or even larger numbers. 
According to Mr. William Schmidt, a commercial baker, it 
depends on how properly the loaves are placed in the oven.
CHAPTER V
FROM STONES TO BREAD
The first section of this chapter deals with 
construction techniques; it is followed by a description of 
baking utensils associated with stone ovens, and methods of 
fueling and baking. During the field survey no ovens were 
built in Statia. However, several persons contributed to 
the information about oven construction, including Mr. Henry 
Hassell, Mr. Clair Jack and Mr. John Rossberg. Mr. Hassell 
and Mr. Jack are two masons with established reputations of 
craftsmanship in Statia. Several stone ovens which had been 
built from the 1940's up to the present were constructed by 
them. They were interviewed together, which brought an 
interesting discussion about variations in oven styles.
Ovens were also built by those people who had the 
ability to work with masonry, like Mr. Rossberg, who is not 
a professional mason, but has great skill in working with 
masonry. Since there are no blueprints or other manuals in 
Statia on "how to build your own stone oven", oven 
construction and form may vary from person to person, 
according to their choices of material and abilities.
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Oven Construction
The construction of an oven takes approximately three 
to ten days, and masons charge around US$ 1,500.00 (Naf 
2,500.00) to build one today. First, a foundation trench, 
usually one foot deep, is dug in the ground. Then, cement 
is poured into the trench; after hardening, stones or cinder 
blocks are laid in order to begin building the walls. This 
trench determines the oven ground plan.
The ash pit is made by leaving one stone out in the 
base, very close to the ground. This will connect to the 
oven floor by means of a narrow tunnel-like passage, 
parallel to the wall. As observed earlier, the ash pit is 
usually located to the left of the oven. When the walls 
reach the desirable height (about 4.0 ft.), the area between 
the walls, except the opening of the ash pit, is filled with 
rubble and earth. Over this is set a layer of trass 
(volcanic ash), which is said to help retain the heat.
On top of this base, the hearth for the oven is built. 
The hearth is very flat, with stones fitted closely together 
and bonded with mortar (whitelime). The interior opening of 
the ash pit is usually located about 1.5 ft. from the oven 
mouth. The side walls of the hearth are made of two 
parallel rows of stones, about .8 ft. high and one ft. 
thick. The interior stones, very regular in shape, are laid 
up in an oval shape around the edges of the oven floor; the 
outer stones called "facestones" by masons, are arranged
71
around them.
The dome is made by placing damp sand on top of the 
oven floor, in a pile about 1.5 ft. to 2.0 ft. high in the 
middle, sloping down on the sides, except the front. The 
mouth is boarded up to prevent the sand from leaking out. 
Stones are mortared over the pile to form the dome of the 
oven. The last stone inserted at the top, called the 
"keystone", is said to hold the whole dome's structure. The 
dome is then plastered over with a thick layer of whitelime, 
which helps to increase heat retention. The oven is left 
for a week or two for the bonding to set. Then the oven 
mouth is opened and the sand shoveled out. When the oven is
completed a fire is set to dry the hearth. In Statia this
process is called "to cure the oven." This fire is allowed 
to burn for several hours, afterward the oven is ready for 
baking.
Mr. Rossberg built his oven with a brick dome. To help 
create the domed form, he used damp sand and a frame of 
flexible metal strips (zinc), upon which the brick dome was 
built. These frames of bent zinc were placed over the sand 
pile, assembled on the oven floor. The brick courses were 
mortared around the outside of this form, beginning at the 
bottom, and plastered over with whitelime. After two weeks
sand and frame were taken apart and removed through the oven
mouth.
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Baking Utensils
The process of baking involved the use of specific 
utensils always found in association with stone ovens. In 
addition to baking pans for the dough, usually black metal 
boxes, and large roasting pans for baking other foods such 
as chicken or meat, other eguipment was necessary when 
dealing with stone ovens. These tools were locally made, 
simple but very functional. They were always long-handled, 
usually an arm's length longer than the oven depth (Figure
31) .
Peel
The peel is a long sliding board used to place the 
loaves into and out of the oven. The paddle part of the 
peel, where pans are placed, is flat and can be either oval 
or rectangular in shape. It is an indispensable tool for 
baking and each household where the oven was regularly used 
had one. In some houses there were two or three peels used 
for different purposes; one for placing large roasting pans 
into the oven, and others for the smaller baking pans. All 
the peels in Statia were made by the local carpenter, Mr. 
Henry Elridge Timber, who used pine wood to make them.
Maram Broom
The maram broom is made of a plant, Croton flavens L. 
(Curtiss, 1903), locally called "maram", which grows wild
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Figure 31. Baking utensils: peel, hoe, wooden stick and
maram broom.
Figure 32. Mrs. Linda Gumbs preparing the maram broom.
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and can be found everywhere in Statia. Its function is to 
clean the oven floor from ashes. This broom is very 
effective and considered by local people as essential for 
cleaning ovens. Maram has very rough leaves and is 
considered in the literature of Caribbean plants to be a 
utilitarian plant (Tanya Jackson, personal communication).
In Statia, maram leaves are used for a variety of purposes, 
from washing dishes and cleaning the oven floor, to making a 
tea for upset stomach, and to heal minor wounds.
The broom is made with a bundle of green stems attached 
to a long wooden stick, the thinner and flexible stems were 
used as a string to attach them together (Figure 32). 
Although efficient the maram broom is not destined to last; 
every time the oven is used a new broom has to be made.
Coal Pot
Another utensil generally found in association with 
outdoor ovens is the "coal pot" (Figure 33). This is a 
cast-iron container, usually measuring about .8 ft. in 
height with a .9 ft. diameter and a .6 ft. base. Hot coals 
drawn from the oven are placed within an opening, located in 
the base; a pan with food is set on it for cooking. 
Informants reported that these pots were often used for 
making stews. Keur and Keur (1960:139) also observed that 
cooking during the 1950's was mostly done by coal pots; 
nowadays few households still use them. This container was
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Figure 33. Coal Pot
Top: Pennsylvania (from Walter Hough,
Smithsonian Inst. Bulletim 139).Bottom: St.
Eustatius.
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also known in early colonial days in America, as attested by
Walter Hough (1926:50). An example of a coal pot, identical
to those found on Statia, is shown in a photograph (Figure
33) and was described as:
"Fire bowl with grate mounted on a base containing the 
air chamber. There are lugs on the sides of the fire 
basin for carrying the stove. The maker was Gotscher, 
and the stove is probably Pennsylvania Dutch cast in 
Lebanon Valley".
In addition to the above utensils, shovels and long- 
handled hoes were also used for removing the ashes from the 
ash pit, to spread the fire on the oven floor and 
occasionally to draw ashes into the ash pit.
Fueling the Oven
Several ovens were seen in use during the field survey. 
The procedures of fueling and baking were nearly the same 
everywhere in Statia. Ovens were heated with any kind of 
wood or other material available such as palm tree leaves, 
dried coconut peels, or cardboard. They were placed on the 
oven floor and lighted with small twigs or a piece of 
burning cardboard. Usually, materials for fire were stacked 
near the oven, and usually the night before baking they were 
placed within the oven to keep them dry.
When the informants were asked about the amount of fuel 
necessary to heat the oven, or duration of heating, they 
were usually very vague. It seems that each oven and baker 
had different requirements. The amount of heat needed
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depended on the size of the particular oven and the quantity 
of bread that would be baked. On the other hand, everyone 
knew when the oven was ready for baking: the stones in the 
oven roof turned white in color. The process of heating 
lasts about an hour and a half to two hours.
While the fire is burning, the smokes comes out from 
the oven mouth. When the wood has burned down to coals, the 
opening is closed to allow the heat to penetrate into the 
walls. The fire is constantly spread on the hearth with a 
long wooden stick for an even heat, otherwise the bread will 
not bake properly.
Before the loaves of bread are set in the oven, ashes 
or coals are swept from the oven floor into the ash pit.
This is generally done with the maram broom, but sometimes a 
hoe may also be used. Residues of ashes which remained on 
the oven floor are sometimes cleaned with the maram broom 
soaked in water and drawn over the oven floor. A removable 
metal plate, usually a small corrugated zinc sheet which 
covers the interior opening of the ash pit, is set in place 
with the help of a wooden stick. The outside opening of the 
ash pit is also closed with a metal sheet.
Baking in Stone Ovens
For information about baking, I closely followed Mrs. 
Alberta Timber and Mrs. Linda Gumbs, who were both very 
willing to teach me the techniques of preparing the dough
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and baking in stone ovens. Mrs. Gumbs was very energetic 
and exuberant. She talked very fast, and I had to follow 
her around the house and the backyard with a tape-record, 
otherwise I would miss her explanations. Mrs. Timber was an 
interesting person to talk to, and also very attentive to 
collaborate for this research by explaining each step during 
the process of baking. Sometimes she would suggest that I 
photograph some baking utensils? or would wait to do an 
activity, so I could get the camera ready to shoot the 
picture.
Baking in both houses was done on Friday morning in 
order to have fresh bread for the weekend. Mrs. Timber 
mixed the dough the evening before the baking day, while 
Mrs. Gumbs did it early in the morning. The mixture of 
flour and other ingredients used for making the dough was 
prepared in their kitchens. Both women used white flour, 
bought at the local store.
The first step in preparing the dough was to dissolve 
yeast powder with warm water and sugar. Mrs. Gumbs 
recommended not to add too much sugar (around one teaspoon), 
because "browns" the bread too quickly. The yeast was left 
to activate for 15 minutes. Then, little by little, 5 
pounds of flour were mixed with vegetable and olive oil, 
mixed yeast, warm water and a little bit of salt. While 
mixing all the ingredients, she pointed out the importance 
of thoroughly mixing the dough, otherwise it would rise
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uneven. She kneaded the dough until it no longer stuck to 
her fingers. The dough was allowed to rise for the first 
time covered with a cloth.
After firing the oven and preparing the maram broom, 
Mrs. Gumbs went back to the kitchen to knead the dough for 
the second time, which had already doubled in size.
According to her, the second kneading is very important 
because it turned the dough more "elastic." The large ball 
of dough was then shaped into 10 medium sized loaves, put in 
black metal rectangular pans and left to rise for the last 
time.
Almost 2 hours had passed, and the fire had burned out 
in the oven. The stone roof was white hot, indicating that 
the oven was ready for baking. Mrs. Gumbs swept the oven 
floor with the maram broom, making sure no ashes remained on 
it. The heat in front of the oven was almost unbearable.
She explained that if the loaves were put on the oven right 
away, they would turn brown too quickly on the outside. 
Learning the right temperature of the oven didn't seem an 
easy task; as Mrs. Gumbs said, "to bake in stone ovens you 
have to learn your oven." For cooling down the oven to the 
right temperature, she soaked the maram broom with water and 
rubbed it several times on the oven floor.
The black pans with loaves of bread were brought from 
the kitchen and placed on a table near the oven. Each time, 
two or three pans were placed on the peel and with a push-
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pull movement the pans were set on the hot oven floor 
(Figure 34). Mrs. Gumbs had pans with the same size, but 
she observes that the largest loaves should be placed first, 
at the back, which is the hottest part of the oven. The 
front part of the oven is usually left for small loaves and 
johnnycakes. A movable wooden door was set in front of the 
oven mouth and held in place by the handle of a hoe resting 
against it.
After more or less 15 minutes of baking, she took the 
pans from the oven. One by one the hot pans were drawn to 
the edge of the oven mouth, and with the help of a cloth, 
slid onto the peel and carried to the table. The loaves of 
bread were turned upside down, and returned to the oven in 
order to bake evenly. The loaves of bread baked for 10 
minutes more. Finally after the baking was complete, the 
golden loaves of bread were placed on the table. They were 
rubbed with a clean cloth to remove small particles of ash, 
and allowed to cool (Figure 35). Mrs. Timber performed the 
same steps as did Mrs. Gumbs, but after the bread was 
withdrawn from the oven, Mrs. Timber put in trays with 
peanuts for roasting (Figure 36). She usually sells roasted 
peanuts in small plastic bags in the town, on Fridays 
afternoon.
Stone ovens were used chiefly for baking bread. But 
other foods such as chicken, goat, and sweet potatoes were 
also baked in stone ovens, especially food which would
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Figure 34. Mrs. Alberta Timber setting the loaves of bread
in the oven.
Figure 35. Fresh bread baked in the stone oven.
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Figure 36. Mrs. Alberta Timber preparing peanuts to be 
roasted in the oven.
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consume a lot of gas in conventional ovens. Most people 
warmed up pans of prepared food for lunch, and slow cooked 
large pots with peas or beans for dinner to take advantage 
of the hot oven in baking days. Hence, stone ovens are 
fundamentally connected to economic self-sufficiency, 
especially when bottled gas becomes scarce or expensive.
Community bread
St. Eustatius had three commercial bakeries which baked 
bread daily, except Sundays. Several types of bread were 
sold, such as "french bread", a long loaf; "pan bread", 
baked in rectangular pans and cut sliced; "Johnnycakes", a 
flat unleavened small bread; and "banana bread", a cake 
mixed with round pieces of banana. Both whole wheat bread 
and white bread were sold; but the former was largely 
preferred in Statia. A loaf of "pan" or "french bread" was 
sold for 70 American cents, while a Johnnycake could be 
bought for 50 cents.
One bakery, owned by Mrs. Lynette Brice, was located in 
Golden Rock. This was a small shop which sold, besides 
bread, other articles such as clothes, soft drinks and 
canned food. Mrs. Brice used to bake bread in a stone oven. 
Today, in her bakery, bread is baked in an industrial gas 
oven with 6 compartments or "shelves", each with a capacity 
of about 4 0 loaves of bread. Mrs. Brice bakery also had an 
industrial kneading machine for preparing the dough.
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The other two bakeries were located in Oranjestad, one 
owned by Mr. Leonard Sproot, and the other by Mr. William 
Schmidt. Mr. Sproot1s bakery was situated at his house, on 
the road that links Upper and Lower Town. This bakery, in 
addition to a large stone oven, had 2 industrial gas ovens 
(6 shelves each), a large industrial kneading machine, and 2 
bakers (Figure 37). In this bakery, wood was not used as 
fuel to heat up the oven. Instead, the stone oven was 
heated with a powerful oil burner, which blew fire into the 
oven for at least 15 minutes. Although bread was kneaded 
and baked there, it was sold at his restaurant-bar, called 
"Cool Corner", situated at the center of the town.
Mr. Schmidt's bakery contrasted with the previous two. 
Bread was kneaded by hand (Figure 38), baked in a large 
stone oven, the only one in the island with a poured 
concrete base, and sold in the same location. Mr. Schmidt 
did not have a helper; bread was prepared, baked and sold by 
himself? only wood for firing the oven was gathered by a 
boy. He had a list of his regular customers with the amount 
of bread each one desired. For example, he knew that Mr. X 
wanted 2 loaves of french bread and 5 johnny cakes everyday. 
Thus, he reserved the bread in plastic bags for Mr. X, and 
separated them from the remaining bread, which would be sold 
as long as they lasted. He usually baked 150 loaves of 
bread.
In these three bakeries, fresh bread was sold in the
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Figure 37. Mr. Onis Godet preparing Johnnycakes at Mr. 
Sproot1s bakery.
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Figure 38. Mr. William Schmidt kneading the dough.
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afternoon, and people usually bought them after work. When 
a person could not pay for bread right away, he could ask 
for credit, which was immediately given; his name was put 
down in sheet of paper with the amount owed. Credit was 
based on friendship and trust (Mr. Schmidt, personal 
communication).
In addition to the above three bakeries, four 
households also baked bread to be sold; the procedures for 
baking were practically the same as those described for 
household consumption, except that bread was baked daily and 
in greater quantity. These houses had no indications or 
signs advertising that bread could be bought there; but 
usually they had regular customers, for whom credit was also 
extended. In contrast with bakeries, bread was baked and 
sold in the morning, and usually housewives from the 
neighborhood would send a child to get the bread. Two of 
these households were located in Oranjestad and the one each 
in Golden Rock and Concordia. The house in Golden Rock was 
located very close, almost across the street from the 
Brice's bakery; a fact that did not seem to affect either 
one. Mrs. Brice noted that "while one bakes in the stone 
oven in the morning, the other bakes in the gas oven in the 
afternoon, therefore, people will have choices." There was 
no competition at all and both had enough customers.
Keur and Keur (1960:129) observed that the mode of 
distribution of some foods, such as bread, milk, fish, or
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meat, appeared haphazard in the Windward Islands (St.
Martin, Saba and St. Eustatius), but they noted that 
actually this mode of distribution formed a pattern of 
informal marketing. It may be suggested that in certain 
ways, the procurement of bread also formed a pattern of 
social interactions among St. Eustatius community.
For instance, Mr. Sproot's bar, the "Cool Corner" where 
bread was sold, is a popular place. Its location, in a 
breezy corner with large open windows and doors, invited 
people to spend some extra time for a cold drink, to listen 
to music and to chat with friends. Some blocks from Mr. 
Sproot's bar was Mr. Schmidt's bakery. Although it was not 
a bar, people would usually sit on a low wall with some cold 
drinks at hand, bought at a nearby store; some would have a 
radio playing loud music. It was a relaxing time for 
conversation and for knowing what was going on in town.
When Mr. Schmidt's bread was not ready on time, a chorus 
would be heard: "hey "Belly" (Mr. Schmidt's nickname) where 
is my bread, the kids are crying of hunger". He would reply 
"shut up, you guys" while taking the loaves of bread from 
the stone oven. In fact, nobody seemed to bother if the 
bread was on time or not. Mrs. Brice's bakery was also a 
place of reunion for the community of Golden Rock; people 
could sit around tables located in the front porch; however 
the pace of conversation was quieter than in the two 
bakeries of Oranjestad.
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As noted, these three establishments were mostly 
frequented in late afternoon, when people were going home 
from work. Clearly, these places functioned as areas for 
socialization and enjoyment. Hence, the purpose of buying 
bread was an important factor for such behavior, and 
bakeries were significant for favoring these everyday 
interactions.
CHAPTER VI
STONE OVEN DISTRIBUTION PATTERNS
Oven spatial distribution in St. Eustatius is shown in 
Figure 3. The map shows ovens located in the town of 
Oranjestad, and the nearby sections of Jeems, Golden Rock 
and Concordia, the more heavily populated areas of the 
island. The clustered distribution of ovens reflects the 
settlement pattern of St. Eustatius, since they were located 
in house lots. As previously noted, there were indications 
that more ovens may exist outside the residential areas of 
St. Eustatius. However their distribution will probably be 
scattered through the country side of the island and not as 
aggregated as in the surveyed areas.
Ovens in Oranjestad
In order to investigate oven spatial arrangements 
within Oranjestad, it was decided to use the Keur and Keur 
(1960) and Bor (1981) distinction between north and south 
Oranjestad. They noted that the northern part of town 
contained the poorest households? while in the southern area 
housing conditions were better. This may be less evident in 
St. Eustatius today than at the time their research was done 
(1950's and 1970's respectively). However, this boundary
90
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could reflect a differentiation in the distribution of ovens 
within Oranjestad.
Figure 39 shows the spatial distribution of the 65 
ovens located in Oranjestad, including indoor and outdoor 
ovens. Twelve ovens were still in operation in this 
locality during this survey, and 53 were no longer in use.
Separating the town by a line running through Fort 
Oranje Street, in the center of the town, dividing north and 
south (Figure 39), there appears to be more ovens in the 
south than in the north. This is probably associated with 
the greater number of houses in the southern area of 
Oranjestad. As Keur and Keur (1960:257) observed "the north 
area of Oranjestad comprised only 50-55 households including 
a large proportion of non-Dutch workers."
Indoor ovens were mostly distributed at the center area 
of town, near Fort Oranje, extending southward (Figure 40, 
group I). As observed previously, none of these ovens were 
in use, except for Mr. Sproot's bakery. The distribution of 
outdoor ovens in bad states of preservation (broken ovens) 
showed a greater dispersion, but in general they were also 
clustered in the southern part of Oranjestad (Figure 40, 
group II).
Indoor ovens were considered the oldest ones by the 
people of St. Eustatius, although date of construction for 
most of them was unavailable. Not much was known about 
indoor ovens more than "they were used in the old times"
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(Mrs. Mitzi Schrewhardt, personal communication). Hartog 
(1976:30) mentioned that "in old times large dwelling 
families had outside kitchens", under a photograph of the 
building "Hurricane Kitchen" (referred in Chapter IV). Mr. 
Franz Lampe1s indoor oven can be dated to the 19th century 
(Mr. Franz Lampe, personal communication).
Kandle (1985:105-106) observed that in the early 18th 
century "the major distribution of buildings in the Upper 
Town clustered around Fort Oranje and extended along a road 
parallel to the cliffs." It may be possible that indoor 
ovens were built in Statia by Dutch colonists according to 
their customs, and their example followed by succeeding 
generations. For instance, indoor ovens built as a unit of 
the house or in detached building were characteristic of 
cold, northern countries of Europe (Bailey, 1937:498). The 
spatial distribution of indoor ovens may also suggest that 
in the next centuries the population continued to select the 
center zone of town, rather than more outlying areas, as 
indicated by their higher frequency in this zone.
On the other hand, it could be assumed that the bad 
state of preservation of several outdoor ovens dispersed 
through the same area were probably due to a long exposure 
to weathering. Thus, it is possible that indoor ovens, 
rather than having been replaced by outdoor ovens, were used 
at the same time. If one accepts this interpretation, the 
pattern of distribution of indoor and broken ovens would
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seem to indicate that the southern area was first chosen for 
the establishment of houses rather than the northern area. 
Also, it may indicate that the practice of baking in stone 
ovens was higher in past times than it is nowadays.
The distribution of indoor and outdoor broken ovens in 
the southern area of Oranjestad may also indicate a 
neighborhood of higher income. Indoor ovens were certainly 
more expensive to build because the need of extra 
construction time and material (e.g., chimneys). Stone 
ovens could only be built in owned land. Chester Kulesa 
(1989) in his interview with Mr. Elridge Timber observed 
that ovens "were something a family could hope one day to 
own". People who didn't own property had to make use of 
coal pots or portable ovens (Kulesa 1989: 17-18).
Considering that the "North" was poorer than the "South" 
(Keur and Keur 1960; Bor 1981), then the presence of indoor 
and outdoor broken ovens in the southern and central areas, 
may conform with Keur and Keur and Bor's division of 
Oranj estad.
The large number of ovens no longer used suggests that 
with the introduction of gas ovens, stone ovens were 
relegated to a minor role and left to deteriorate. Perhaps 
the population of Oranjestad relied more heavily upon baking 
bread at home 3 0 years ago than nowadays. It would be 
worthwhile to evaluate the improvements which occurred in 
St. Eustatius in the last 3 0 years (outlined in Chapter
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III). These improvements probably changed the pace of life 
in St. Eustatius, and perhaps provided more jobs in hotels, 
shops or government offices. To bake bread in stone ovens 
requires a lot of time spent at home, which may constrain 
the housewife from active involvement in the public sector 
(jobs), which in turn, would help to improve the household 
economy. It would be easier thus to buy bread from a nearby 
bakery than baking it at home. Thus, both factors, the 
introduction of modern technology into the home (gas ovens) 
simplifying household chores, and women's participation in 
household income may explain the large number of ovens not 
in use in Oranjestad.
Eight outdoor ovens used for household baking were 
distributed in two basic groups: a large group located to 
the northwestern section of the town and a smaller one, 
comprised of two ovens, at the opposite direction (Figure 
40, groups Ilia and Illb). Their distribution shows that 
they were usually located farther from the zone of 
commercial activity of Oranjestad. Considering baking 
activities, these households generally baked once a week, 
usually on Fridays.
The distribution of bakeries (or household that sold 
bread) showed an almost strategic arrangement, in more or 
less the four corners of the town (Figure 40). Households 
that sold bread were located in the eastern and southern 
ends of town. Mr. Schmidt's bakery was located in the
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northern area, whereas the Cool Corner (Mr. Sproot's bar 
where bread was sold) was located in the center of 
Oranjestad, close to Fort Oranje (Figure 40). It was 
observed that people who lived close to the center or in the 
southern area bought bread in Mr. Sproot's establishment.
The customers were usually people who also worked nearby, 
such as in the government offices, post office (both located 
within Fort Oranje), tourism office or in the bank. Mr. 
Schmidt's bakery was probably attended by people who also 
lived near it. The distribution of these 4 bakeries 
dispersed almost in the "four corners" of Oranjestad 
probably served to supply bread for the nearby neighbors.
Ovens in the Suburbs
Figure 41 shows oven distribution in the suburban areas 
of Jeems, Golden Rock and Concordia. There was a total of 
2 0 stone ovens, and all were located outdoors. Five ovens 
were not in use, and of these 3 were broken.
Bakeries (or households which sell bread) in the 
suburbs were almost evenly distributed among the three areas 
(Figure 41). There was one bakery in Concordia, and two in 
Golden Rock (one did not bake in a stone oven). The only 
exception was in Jeems, which had no bakery at the time of 
this study. However, it used to have one owned by Mrs. Daisy 
Hook. In 1971 Mrs. Hook suffered a fatal accident, 
associated with the stone oven, and the oven was abandoned
0N
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(Mr. Godfrey Hook, personal communication). It appears that 
the 2 bakeries in Golden Rock supplied the necessary bread 
for both areas.
Baking in the suburbs was usually done twice a week, 
generally on Tuesdays and Fridays. It was observed that in 
the suburbs the old people lived with their children in 
extended households and took care of the grandchildren as 
the parents left for work. Some parents even lived and 
worked off-island, usually in St. Martin. As Mrs. Merkman 
says "children eat a lot", thus probably baking was done 
twice to reduce the expenses of buying bread. Mrs. Timber 
(who lives in Oranjestad) also observed that when her 
grandchildren, who lived in St. Maartin, stayed with her 
during school vacations, she had to bake bread twice a week.
In general, every household baked around 10 to 15 
loaves of bread each time. Mrs. Geraldine Merkman, who 
lived in Concordia, also used to roast peanuts in the stone 
oven after the bread was baked and sold them in plastic 
bags, as Mrs. Timber did. Mrs. Merkman, with the help of 
her grandchildren, sold peanuts at home, and every Tuesday 
and Friday they had a bunch of children as "customers".
This was a festive time, with Mr. Merkman playing his 
accordion on the front porch, while the children sat on the 
steps eating peanuts.
The only case in which a stone oven was used by more 
than one household occurred in the suburbs. The oven was
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near the fence that separated two houses and both households 
shared the same oven. Every week it was the responsibility 
of one of the families to bake for both of them. There was 
another case in the suburbs where the oven door was shared 
between two ovens. The owner of the oven without a door 
borrowed his neighbor's door on baking days. When I asked 
how they managed it, the answer was simply "we have to wait 
for the other to bake, and then we bake."
Oranjestad and the Suburbs
The comparison of the total number of ovens (not 
including bakeries) in Oranjestad and the suburbs, indicates 
that there were more ovens in Oranjestad than in the suburbs 
(Figure 42). This was probably associated with the size of 
these settlements. There was a total of 4 00 houses in 
Oranjestad (Sanders, 1989), and around 170 houses in the 
suburbs of Jeems, Golden Rock and Concordia (P.B.S.A. 1988). 
The difference between the number of ovens in use in each 
locality, however, was small: 12 ovens were in use in 
Oranjestad, while 15 were in use in the suburbs (Figure 42).
In order to compare Oranjestad and the suburbs, 
independent of settlement size, the total number of ovens 
(except bakeries) within each area was divided by the total 
number of houses and expressed as a percentage (relative 
density of ovens per house).
Figure 42 shows that the relative density of ovens per
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house was smaller in the suburbs than in Oranjestad.
However the relative density of ovens in use was much 
greater in the suburbs than in Oranjestad. These results 
suggest that it was in the suburbs that the community relied 
a lot more upon homemade bread than the population of 
Oranjestad.
The fact that baking in stone ovens was done more often 
in the suburbs than in Oranjestad may indicate the extent 
that foreign ideas influence certain traditional lifeways. 
Considering Oranjestad the urban, economic center and the 
suburbs the rural area of St. Eustatius, then the relation 
between the center and the periphery should be considered as 
one of the influences on the difference between baking in 
both areas. Randall Moir (1983:23) notes that "urban 
populations were the earliest one to shift from many 
traditional household chores, yard practices, and foodways 
to newer practices and popular culture." Rasanen (1981:212) 
also observed that traditional cultural forms disappear more 
quickly in the cultural and economic centers than at the 
urban areas.
Oranjestad, being the only "town" of the island, 
receives a much larger number of visitors, tourists, and 
"new ideas" from larger centers, thus its population 
interacts routinely with outsiders, a fact which may have 
influenced the decline of the stone oven in this area. The 
suburban population, on the other hand, come less into daily
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contact with outsiders and are less confronted with new
concepts, and possibly tend to maintain traditional values
(or foodways) instead of shifting to new practices.
Economic factors, such as housewives working outside home to
increase household income, thereby restraining time expended
at home may also be an aspect which motivate the disuse of
the stone oven. On the other hand, household size
(grandparents, parents and children) may be associated with
the use of stone ovens in both localities.
Both in Oranjestad and the suburbs, those women who
baked were older than 50 years of age, usually grandmothers.
Most of them took care of the children while parents left
for work. These women expressed the same feelings toward
baking in stone ovens, it was almost that the oven
symbolized good old times. Even young women had the same
idea, but they were quick to point out that baking demanded
too much time.
Tradition appears to play an important role for those
women who baked regularly. In relation to tradition, Matti
Rasanen observes:
"Clinging to tradition has been regarded as a 
characteristic feature of pre-industrial folk culture. 
Innovation and creation appear usually when contacts 
between representatives of different cultures are 
numerous or when ecological, economical or other 
circumstances change to such an extent that the culture 
hitherto adhered to is considered inadequate. Generally 
speaking, tradition is an opposing force to 
modernization, and modernization may, in fact, be 
largely defined as liberation from tradition" (Rasanen 
1981:209).
104
Modernization in St. Eustatius did not have its real 
beginnings until the late 1960's, and with it came TV, VCR, 
microwave, and all the commodities found in a modern city, 
which in turn may have influenced old values and traditions. 
It may be possible that for some people, to bake in stone 
ovens was one of the ways to "refrain modernization"
(Rasanen 1981). At least for Mrs. Alberta Timber, Mrs. 
Geraldine Merkman or Mrs. Florence Spanner (Mom), to bake in 
the oven evoked good memories about Statia years ago. They 
clearly transmitted a feeling that the oven was an essential 
part of an unworried and serene world. In contrast however, 
among the young people on Statia, the stone oven was viewed 
as an old form of baking, which will not have a place in 
their future homes.
CHAPTER VII
CONCLUSION
The analysis of the stone ovens as an element of 
material culture has provided significant insights into the 
St. Eustatius community. The following statements may be 
made about the results of this study.
The materials, technology and orientation of stone 
ovens reflect the physical environment. The use of volcanic 
stones and volcanic ash as construction materials for the 
oven hearth and roof indicated a clever adaptation to the 
local resources and great knowledge of the properties of the 
materials used. In more recent years, however, cinder 
blocks have been used as an alternative material to native 
stones. Their use has facilitated and has reduced the time 
of oven base construction; it also played an important role 
in determining variations in oven base shape.
The principal factor influencing oven orientation was 
the wind. Oven dominant orientation pattern was toward the 
Caribbean sea (west) in order to avoid the trade wind which 
blows from east to west. The wind was also a strong 
determinant of oven placement within the yard; whatever the 
location of the house, ovens were positioned in such a 
manner that the smoke would not blow directly towards the
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house. Thus, in St. Eustatius, ovens were not randomly- 
positioned in the yard, but their placement and orientation 
followed a conscious arrangement responding to climatic 
factors.
The distribution of indoor and broken ovens in the 
southern and center parts of Oranjestad corresponded to old 
town planning, and probably indicated that these areas of 
town were first chosen for the establishment of houses 
rather than the northern area. Also their distribution in 
these areas possibly reflected a higher income neighborhood 
according to the town division proposed by Keur and Keur 
(1960) and Bor (1981). The large number of ovens no longer 
used in Oranjestad may be a reflection of the shift from 
baking at home to purchase bread from elsewhere, a fact 
possibly associated to household economic position.
In recent years, the introduction of gas ovens and 
modern appliances may have led to the abandonment of the 
stone ovens. In the United States, the outcome of 
electrification of the home, in the beginning of the 
twentieth century, has changed not only household chores, 
such as ironing and laundry, but along with electricity, 
came new ways of preparing food, new foodstuffs and new 
dietary habits (Cowan 1982:226-228). Since electricity was 
only introduced in late 1970, similar processes may have 
occurred in St. Eustatius: from hand power to electric 
power, and from wood to gas for cooking are enormous
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technological changes which may have motivated the 
abandonment of stone ovens. The routine of baking takes a 
long time, from the gathering of wood, firing the oven, 
removing ashes, to the final product, the baked bread.
External factors may have also influenced the 
abandonment of stone ovens, aside from the changes 
associated with new technologies. The transformations 
brought by improvements in the island, such as new hotels 
and shops, may have facilitated the obtainment of jobs 
within St. Eustatius, particularly for women. Working 
outside home may provide a better household income, but 
perhaps, it also required the acquisition of new skills and 
the abdication of old routines, such as baking bread at 
home. Thus, probably many housewives had switched from 
baking bread in stone ovens to buy bread from bakeries.
The greater relative density of ovens in use in the 
suburbs compared with Oranjestad indicated that the 
population of Oranjestad relied more upon bread from 
bakeries than the people from the suburbs. This fact 
appeared to be related to household composition and income. 
It is suggested that the presence of children and elderly 
persons in the household influenced the use of stone ovens. 
At the same time, the greater use of stone ovens in the 
suburban areas of Jeems, Golden Rock and Concordia may have 
also been associated with less influences coming from the 
outside and maintenance of traditions.
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Baking in stone ovens has become the task of the older 
women, this apparently being the result of more job 
opportunities for women in the island. Most women 
transmitted this tradition to their children and to their 
grandchildren, but none felt confident that the young would 
bake in stone ovens because of "their higher level of 
education" (Mrs. Merkman personal communication). Baking in 
stone ovens for these women, might be seen as an adaptive 
strategy for maintenance of order and routine in their lives 
or, using Rasanen (1981:209) words, as "an opposing force to 
modernization". The stone oven therefore, may be viewed in 
both functional and symbolic forms: at the same time it was 
an economical technique for baking food, the stone oven was 
also a way to harmonize the process of modernization in some 
homes of St. Eustatius.
Both the age factor of most bakers in St. Eustatius and 
that the young generation did not manifest interest in 
maintaining the tradition of baking in stone ovens suggested 
that this tradition might not persist for long time in the 
island.
Since income and household size may be important 
determinants of baking in stone ovens, future studies on 
stone ovens could concentrate upon socioeconomic level and 
composition of households, focusing on the degree to which 
the suburban areas and Oranjestad differ from each other, in 
order to test the validity of the above conclusions.
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AP P E N D I X  A
C h e c k l i s t  of all ovens surveyed on the island of St. 
Eu s t a t i u s  d u r i n g  the summer of 1989. Ovens w e r e  n u m b e r e d  f o l l o w i n g  a 
W i l l i a m  and M a r y  A r c h i t ectu ral S u r v e y  d e s i g n a t i o n .  The blocks in the 
U p p e r  Town, b e g i n n i n g  at the n o r t h e a s t  edge of town, w ere n u mbered 
r u n n i n g  n orth to south and east to west from 1 to 49. Wit h i n  each 
block, the houses w e r e  given alphabetic al d e s i g n a t i o n s  (an upper 
letter), b e g i n n i n g  at the n o r t h e a s t  c o r n e r  and w o r k i n g  c l o c k w i s e  
around the block. The let t e r  0 d e s i g n a t e s  "oven". Thus, the oven 
n u m b e r  01D01 indicates: B lock 1, H ouse D and Oven 1. For the 
residentia l areas of Jeems, Gol d e n  R ock and C o n c o r d i a  ovens were 
d e s i g n a t e d  as follow: OJE (Jeems); OGR (Golden Rock) and OCD 
(Concordia). D i s t a n c e s  and d i m e n s i o n s  are g iven in feet.
K E Y
Y = YES N = N ORTH
UN = U N K NOWN E = EAST
RT = R E C T A N G U L A R S = S OUTH
HS = H O R S E S H O E W = W E S T
AR = A R C H E D  MO U T H Z — ZINC
ST = STONE W = W O O D
BR = BRICK WZ = W O O D  AN D  ZINC
CB = C I N D E R  BL O C K R = RIGHT
CT = POURED C O N C R E T E L = LEFT
IR = IRON F FRONT
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I N D O O R  O V E N S
B R D D D I M E N S I 0 N S (ft)
A A D 0 0 I
0 S 0 S I 0 M 0 S
V E V H R F 0 R T E I
E B E P u X N
N A M N I T M T M T T T
S A T 0 A C H A 0 E E M
N E T 0 T H L T R R 0
U E R L H E I S I E H I I U
M D P R I 0 0 R M H N R 0 0 0 T
B A L I E c U I N A T I U R R H
E T A A N A S A E P E A s
R E N L T T E L Y E L L E H W L H W L H W
06103 Y
07B01 Y
09B01 Y
16F01 HS N R E ST Y AR 17.5 5.1 3.2 5.5 1.3 2.7 4.3 1.2 1.2
16H03 HS W E ST Y - - - 6.0 - - - - -
22F01 HS W L E ST Y AR - 4.0 4.0 5.3 1.5 3.3 4.8 1.2 2.0
26F01 Y -
32B01 1963 HS W L E ST Y RT IR WZ - 6.0 6.9 7.5 1.5 4.2 6.3 1.3 1.9
36E01 HS W ST Y - 6.0 - 4.0 - - - - -
36E02 N BR AR - 6.5 6 .8 - 2.2 5.7 6 .6 1.4 1.9
36E03 N BR RT ST - 6.7 7.3 - 2.0 6 .0 7.2 1.1 1.6
37D01 HS S E ST Y - 5.4 5.1 6.2 - - - - -
37F01 1933 HS N F S ST Y AR WZ - 5.4 8.1 9.5 1.3 6.5 9.0 1.1 1.4
37T04 RT W F N ST AR 7.0 5.4 6.2 7.0 1.5 3.1 6 .0 2.1 1.8
38J01 RT S L BR Y AR - 5.5 4.8 5.0 1.8 3.5 3.7 1.5 1.2
38002 S BR Y - 6.0 - - - - - - -
41A01 HS E R E ST Y AR W 6.0 5.9 4.5 4.2 1.7 2 .6 3.5 1.6 1.5
44B02 1920 RT N R S ST Y 6.5 5.8 6.0
' ' '
I l l
O U T D O O R  O V E N S
B R R D D 0 I M E N S I 0 N S (ft)
A A D 0 0 0 I
0 S 0 S I 0 0 M 0 S
V E V H R F F 0 R T E I
E B E P U X N
N A M N I T M C T M T T T
S A T 0 A 0 C H A 0 E E M
N E T 0 T V H L T R R 0
U E R L H E E 1 S I E H I I U
M D P R I 0 0 R R M H N R 0 0 0 T
B A U L I E C U I I N A T I U R R H
E T S A A N A S A N E P E A S
R E E N L T T E L G V E L L E H W L H W L H W
01D01 1935 RT ST W R E ST RT ST WZ 8.3 6.5 7.5 8.7 - - 7.5 1.7 1.6
03E01 1978 RT ST N R W BR RT IR WZ 4.8 6.6 6.4 6.0 1.3 4.2 5.2 1.1 1.5
06D01 7 HS ST W L N ST AR WZ 10.0 5.5 5.0 5.9 1.2 3.5 4.3 1.3 1.6
06H02 1953 HS ST W L S ST RT IR Z 12.0 6.5 5.5 7.0 2.0 3.0 6 .0 1 .5 1.6
07D02 1987 Y RT C8 W L N ST AR WZ 27.8 5.7 5.0 7.6 1.5 3.4 7.2 1.2 1.5
07J03 1987 Y HS CB W L S ST AR WZ 14.7 5.7 4.9 7.2 1.3 3.0 6.9 1 .5 1.5
08A01 7 HS ST W L W ST AR z 13.0 5.3 4.6 5.2 1.3 3.2 4.2 1.4 1.6
08G02 1984 Y HS ST W L S ST RT IR z 17.4 5.5 4.9 5.7 1.4 2 .8 4.6 1.1 1 .2
09B02 7 HS ST W L E ST AR 6.0 6.5 4.7 5.8 - - - 1.1 1.6
09J03 1950 HS ST W L N ST RT IR z 21.0 5.0 3.8 4.0 1.2 2 .0 3.4 .9 1.1
10B01 1940 HS ST w L W ST RT ST z 4.0 5.5 4.2 5.0 1.5 3.0 4.3 1.1 1.4
10F02 1987 Y RT CT w L N ST Y RT IR WZ 23.0 7.0 7.1 9.0 1.8 4.6 8.0 1.4 1.5
11D01 1966 Y HS ST w L N ST AR z 10.7 5.3 3.3 6.0 1.9 2.5 5.0 1.3 1.2
13H01 1940 HS ST w L N BR UN 12.0 5.2 4.3 6.0 - - - - -
14C01 1930 HS ST w L W ST Y RT IR 4.5 5.8 6.5 6.0 1.5 4.0 5.3 1.1 1.5
14102 7 HS ST w L S ST UN 12.5 5.1 3.5 4.1 - - - - -
14103 7 RT CB w L S ST UN 12.0 - - 5.8 - - - - -
15F01 7 RT ST w R S ST Y RT IR z 27.0 5.3 5.1 6 .2 1.4 3.5 5.1 1.2 1.6
15G02 1920 HS ST w L S ST Y RT IR WZ 15.4 5.8 6.0 7.8 1.5 3.8 7.0 1.4 1.7
16G02 7 RT ST w L E BR UN 7.0 6 .0 7.0 7.6 2.0 4.5 6.3 - -
17B01 1950 HS ST w L E ST AR 19.4 5.1 4.0 4.9 1.3 2.5 4.3 1.1 1.0
18H01 1973 Y HS ST w L S ST Y AR z 10.5 6.5 6.2 7.5 2.0 4.3 6.9 1.5 1.7
20A01 7 HS ST w L S ST UN 14.0 5.2 4.7 5.7 - - - - -
20H02 1975 Y RT CB w L S BR Y AR z 15.0 6 .0 4.5 6.0 1.6 3.0 4.8 1.6 1.6
23B01 1983 Y RT CB w R W ST RT IR WZ 10.0 6 .6 4.8 6 .8 1.5 3.2 5.2 1.3 1.4
25C01 1970 HS ST w L E ST Y RT IR WZ 5.6 6 .0 5.0 5.8 1.2 3.6 5.0 1.3 1.3
26F02 7 HS ST w L W ST AR z 14.5 6.1 3.9 5.2 1.5 2.7 4.5 1.1 1.4
26Q02 Museum HS ST w E ST AR 7.5 5.0 3.3 3.6 1.5 1.4 2.5 1.5 1.4
26Q03 1925 HS ST w L E ST AR 60.7 5.6 4.4 4.2 1.4 2.5 3.4 1.3 1.8
27C01 7 HS ST w L E ST UN 23.0
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O U T D O O R  O V E N S  (c o n tin u e d )
B R R D D D I M E N S I O N S (ft)
A A D 0 0 0 I
0 S 0 S I 0 0 M 0 S
V E V H R F F 0 R T E I
E B E P U X N
N A M N I T M C T M T T T
S A T 0 A 0 C H A 0 E E M
N E T 0 T V H L T R R 0
U E R L H E E I S I E H I I U
M D P R I 0 0 R R M H N R 0 0 0 T
B A U L I E C U I I N A T I U R R H
E T S A A N A S A N E P E A S
R E E N L T T E L G Y E L L E H W L H W L H W
27F02 1941 HS ST W L S ST UN 1 2 . 0
28B01 1920 RT ST W L w ST UN 38.0 5.0 5.3 5.8 - - - - -
29J01 1935 HS ST W L E BR AR 18.0 5.7 4.8 5.5 1.3 3.3 4.8 1 . 2 1 . 6
30B01 1960 HS ST W L N ST AR 11 .0 5.6 5.1 6 . 1 - - - - -
30E02 7 HS ST w L S ST AR 7.0 5.8 5.1 5.7 1.5 3.3 5.4 1 . 2 1 . 2
31B01 1950 HS ST w L w ST AR 27.0 - - 6 . 2 - - - - -
34 D01 7 HS ST w L N ST IN 20.0 5.5 5.5 6.0 - - - - -
36A01 1940 HS ST w L N ST AR 13.0 5.8 4.9 5.1 1.3 3.0 4.2 1.0 1.3
37F03 1950 RT ST w L E ST UN 21.0 - 2.6 4.0 - - - - -
37G05 1960 HS ST w L E ST RT IR Z 11.0 5.6 4.2 5.2 1.2 2.7 4.9 .9 1.5
37X06 7 HS ST w L N ST UN 16.0
40D01 1970 HS ST w L W ST RT IR WZ 16.0 5.9 5.1 5.7 1.2 2.7 4.7 1.0 1.4
40K02 1960 Y HS ST w L E ST Y RT IR z 8.3 5.8 5.5 5.6 1.3 3.9 4.6 1.2 1.4
42A01 Fort Or. HS ST N N N ST AR - 7.6 9.4 7.0 2.1 5.0 6.0 1.7 2.0
43C01 7 HS ST W L W ST AR 10.5 5.5 4.5 4.0 1.2 2.6 3.6 1.0 1.4
43D02 7 HS ST w L W ST RT ST 15.0 5.0 6.4 5.8 1.5 4.5 5.4 1.0 1.3
43G03 1984 Y RT CB w L W ST RT IR z 27.0 6.5 5.0 7.3 1.5 3.0 5.8 1.1 1.6
43P04 1920 HS ST w L S ST Y AR 4.2 5.5 6.0 6.2 1.4 3.5 5.2 1.3 1.4
44A01 1959 Y HS ST w L N ST Y RT IR w 8.5 6.6 9.0 10.0 2.0 7.0 8.6 1.4 2.0
0JE01 1971 Y HS ST w L S ST AR WZ 15.0 5.4 4.7 6.7 1.3 3.4 6.0 1.2 1.3
0JE02 1960 HS ST w L E ST UN 10.0 - 5.8 6.5 - - - - -
0JE03 1974 RT CB w R S ST AR z 14.0 5.5 5.3 5.9 1 .3 3.5 5.1 1.3 1.2
0JE04 1969 Y RT CB w R s ST Y AR z 8.5 6.2 6.4 8.3 1.9 4.2 7.5 1.7 1.6
0JE05 1985 Y RT CB N L w ST Y RT IR WZ 50.0 5.5 5.7 7.6 1 .5 3.8 6.4 1.1 1.6
0JE06 1976 Y HS ST w L N BR Y AR z 23.0 6.4 6.3 7.6 1.4 4.0 6.9 1.4 1.6
0JE07 1985 Y RT CB w L E ST Y AR z 10.5 6.2 6.0 7.4 1.5 4.2 6.5 1.3 1.9
0JE08 1986 Y RT CB w L S ST Y AR z 18.5 6.4 5.8 6.3 1.7 4.1 5.5 1.7 1.8
0JE09 1980 Y RT CB w L w ST Y PR WZ 14.0 5.8 4.9 4.9 1 . 2 3.1 4.0 1.3 1.4
0GR01 1985 Y HS ST w L E ST RT IR Z 24.0 5.4 5.6 7.7 2.0 4.0 7.2 1.3 2.0
0GR02 1976 Y RT CB w L N ST RT IR z 18.0 5.5 4.7 6.5 1.5 3.1 5.6 1.0 1.7
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O U T D O O R  O V E N S  (co n tin u e d )
B R R D D D I M E N S I 0 N S (ft)
A A D 0 0 0 I
0 S 0 S I 0 0 M 0 S
V E V H R F F 0 R T E I
E B E P U X N
N A M N I T M C T M T T T
S A T 0 A 0 C H A 0 E E M
N E T 0 T V H L T R R 0
U E R L H E E I S I E H I I U
M D P R I 0 0 R R M H N R 0 0 0 T
B A U L I E C U I I N A T I U R R H
E T s A A N A S A N E P E A S
R E E N L T T E L G Y E L L E H W L H W L H W
0GR03 1978 Y HS ST W L N ST AR Z 17.0 5.6 4.7 6.2 1.5 3.0 5.7 1.4 1.5
0GR04 7 Y RT CB w L N ST Y RT IR z 15.0 5.0 4.6 6.3 1.2 3.2 5.5 1.2 1.7
0CD01 1983 Y HS ST w L N ST AR w 9.0 5.0 4.6 6.2 1.5 3.0 5.4 1.0 2.0
0CD02 1969 RT CB w L S ST RT IR z 12.0 5.4 4.4 4.6 1.2 2.5 3.8 1.1 1.4
0CD03 ? Y HS CB w L S BR AR z 28.0 6.0 6.0 6.5 2.0 3.1 5.6 1.3 1.4
0CD04 1979 Y HS ST w L N ST Y RT IR z 20.0 5.6 4.2 7.0 1.4 2.2 6.6 1.1 1.6
0CD05 7 RT CB w L N ST UN 35.0 - 4.8 6.3 - - 4.8 - -
0CD06 1982 Y HS ST w L S ST Y AR z 10.0 5.6 4.4 6.1 1.4 2.4 5.9 1.3 1.1
0ZE01 7 HS ST w L N ST UN 13.0 5.8 5.1 5.9 1.3 2.8 5.5
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